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Please submit “Up-and-Comers” items to Kevlin Haire at kevlinhl@yahoo.com.
Up-and-Comers: News for Student Archivists—Kevlin Haire,  
Assistant Editor, The Ohio State University
Discovering Michigan’s Gritty Roots: 
Wayne State’s Cass Corridor Oral History Project
Largely unknown, except to Detroit locals and art aficiona-
dos, the Cass Corridor Movement’s artwork, poetry, music, 
and stories until recently remained largely overshadowed by 
the more well-known contemporary art scene of New York 
City in the 1960s and 1970s. Often described as Detroit’s 
avant-garde movement, artists of Cass Corridor produced 
some of the most original, dynamic, and reflective cultural 
expressions of their generation. Integrating industrial ma-
terials with a raw and gritty sensibility, their works echoed 
the explosive nature of the social and political pulse of a 
generation discontented with the establishment of the times.
Though Wayne State University does not have an art 
museum, its campus does serve as a home to more than 
1,500 pieces of art representing this movement. Commit-
ted to resurrecting the value and enduring impact this art 
possesses, the collaborative effort at Wayne State has been 
passionate about collecting, preserving, and displaying one 
of Detroit’s best-kept secrets. One example: an oral-history 
initiative that has collected dozens of interviews of former 
Cass Corridor artists, art collectors, gallery directors, critics, 
and many community members associated with Detroit’s 
avant-garde movement. The initiative was facilitated by 
Sandra Schemske, Wayne State’s art collection coordinator; 
Diane Sybeldon, fine and performing arts and media librar-
ian; and students in Prof. Joe Turrini’s Oral History LIS 
7770 class (spring semester 2010) at Wayne State’s School 
of Library and Information Science. 
Cass Corridor, named after its main street, Cass Avenue, in 
the heart of Detroit’s depressed and budding artistic com-
munity of the 1960s, borders the campus of Wayne State 
University. Like many inner cities, Detroit’s Cass Corridor 
was once a thriving neighborhood that experienced a major 
and abrupt economic and social shift brought on most vis-
ibly by the race riots of 1967. From the depths of this dark 
reputation grew a new art form that was uniquely fostered 
by both its history and the elements of its community. In the 
Time and Place Exhibition Guide of 2009, Ken Mikolowski, 
founder of The Alternative Press and a prolific writer of 
the Cass Corridor Movement, would share: “We lived in 
‘one of the worst cities in the history of the world’ and we 
were survivors, but more than that we reveled in it, and we 
swaggered when we walked. We didn’t own much, but we 
owned this, and we made art with it.” 
Slabs of wood, steel beams, and scraps of metal—the very 
things that made up the infrastructure of Detroit as an 
industrial city—became the very materials that inspired not 
only the content but the spirit of how the art was born. In 
their works, the artists reflected their dissatisfaction as they 
carved out an identity in an increasingly unstable landscape 
of war, protest, civil rights, and politics that mirrored the 
country’s counter-culture experience. The Cass Corridor 
artists were primarily upper-class whites; John Egner, one of 
the artists, said they lived a “kind of tolerable self-inflicted 
poverty.” Roughly 50 to 75 artists were members of the 
movement, which spanned nearly a 15-year period. During 
that time, they cultivated a strong affiliation for Detroit, 
their artistic community, and a higher sense of responsibility 
to create authentic works of art. 
As we learned through the multiple class interviews, many 
unexpected players supported this local phenomenon. 
Some were collectors like James F. Duffy, Jr., who gave 
many artists the freedom to create and display their works 
at a warehouse for Duffy’s business, Duffy & Company, a 
pipe-fitting factory that provided both the commissioned 
materials and the space for Cass Corridor artwork. Addi-
tionally, Samuel J. Wagstaff, Jr., who served as the curator 
of contemporary art at the Detroit Art Institute from 1968 
to 1971, was a strong ambassador for Cass Corridor art, 
courting New York galleries and collectors, and the Willis 
Gallery, which showcased Cass Corridor artworks from 
1971 to 1977. 
While the collectors and galleries offered a stage, MC5 
provided the musical anthem with their groundbreaking 
album and song of the same title, “Kick Out the Jams.” In 
1980, the Detroit Institute of Arts hosted an exhibition, 
“Kick Out the Jams: Detroit’s Cass Corridor 1963–1977,” 
which helped to further legitimize this artistic expression 
and put Detroit’s Cass Corridor art on the national map. 
Capturing the energy of this time required carefully 
orchestrated interviews with those who experienced it 
firsthand or who were directly responsible for making it 
happen. Preparation for conducting oral history interviews 
took six weeks of concentrated studies of the secondary 
literature, where best practices were closely examined and 
discussed. Next, a preliminary interview was assigned for 
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which our interviewing skills were tested and analyzed 
in conjunction with the standards of the profession, and 
feedback improved our learning curves as we prepared 
for the final interview. Collective permission forms and 
questions were generated as a class, and the final versions 
were agreed upon as we created a universal format that 
showed consistency for the final collection that would 
ultimately be stored in a digital format and launched live 
as part of an ongoing project promoting the Cass Corridor 
Movement at Wayne State University. 
Armed with a digital recorder and transcribing software, 
we set out to conduct our roughly hour-long interviews 
with the surviving members of the Cass Corridor Move-
ment, with the overall goal of conducting a solid interview 
based on oral history techniques, while capturing the heart 
of this movement’s story. One such interview was of an art 
collector who served as an eager and willing participant 
in the process of oral history narration and creation. He 
had a story to tell and was very forthright in sharing it, 
which, in the end, made any lack of interviewing experi-
ence less noticeable and more forgivable. Such interviews 
provided many more insights into the movement than 
those provided through standard research techniques.
While unrefined and often snubbed by the art world, the 
Cass Corridor Movement is unique for that very reason: it 
questions the very art and act of artistic expression. With 
these voices and their stories, we now have a collection of 
firsthand accounts of Detroit urban expressionism. As one 
of the students who assisted in collecting and preserving 
this particular aspect of Detroit history, I am proud to 
say I am from Michigan and even prouder to share what I 
have learned about Detroit history and the Cass Corridor 
Movement.
Lisa Schell is a student in the master’s degree program at 
Wayne State University, earning a certificate in both archival 
studies and records management. She plans to graduate in 
August 2011. Contact her at lsguardian@gmail.com.
UW–Madison Students Blog for Archives 
Month
The Society of American Archivists (SAA) student 
chapter at the University of Wisconsin–Madison 
(UW) celebrated the 2010 American Archives Month 
by running a blog. For the third year in a row, students 
have contributed to the “Archives Month Blog” by 
highlighting collections from archives and historical 
societies throughout Wisconsin. In light of the Wiscon-
sin Historical Society’s (WHS) “Postcard Wisconsin” 
theme for Archives Month 2010, we focused the 2010 
blog on postcard gems available in archives throughout 
Wisconsin.
This year we traveled to different repositories throughout 
Wisconsin to learn about the different postcard collec-
tions and share our experiences through the blog. We 
contacted dozens of historical societies that had postcard 
collections, and many of the historical societies had never 
been a part of the Archives Month blog. Each student 
who compiled a blog entry had a unique experience to 
share. One participant traveled to the largest public col-
lection of postcards, while another participant learned all 
about Norwegian trolls and folklore through another col-
lection. The blog’s unique viewership increased, thanks, 
in part, to the Web site being displayed on the WHS’s 
intranet page, on the UW School of Library and Infor-
mation Studies (SLIS) page, and on various participants’ 
Facebook pages. We’ve received a lot of positive feedback, 
and we had a great time compiling the posts.
Along with the blog, we put up a postcard display case 
in the SLIS departmental hallway. This year’s blog and 
display case participants included Alex Champion, 
Elizabeth Fox-Corbett, Virginia Corvid, Kailtin Dunn, 
Marisa Hirsch, Leah Kolb, Danielle Taylor, Cassie 
Warholm-Wohlenhaus, and Eric Willey. The SAA 
student chapter at UW–Madison hopes to continue this 
tradition of the Archives Month blog in the future. For 
more information, please visit the Archives Month Blog 
Web site, http://archivesmonth.blogspot.com/, or contact 
Danielle Taylor, SAA-SC officer, at dtaylor3@wisc.edu.
Indiana University to Host Graduate 
Conference
The Society of American Archivists (SAA) student 
chapter at Indiana University (IU) will host its third 
conference for students and beginning professionals 
March 5–6 at IU in Bloomington. This year, the pro-
ceedings will revolve around the topic “Preserving our 
Cultural Heritage,” in relation to archives, rare books, 
and special collections. Students, newcomers in the field, 
and curious seasoned archivists alike are invited to attend 
to learn from the research and projects to be presented by 
selected graduate students and beginning professionals. 
The conference also will include participation in topical 
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workshops and tours of archival and museum repositories 
on the IU campus. The cost of attendance is $30. For 
more information on conference registration, logistics, 
and itinerary details as they become available, please visit 
the conference blog at http://iusaaconference.blogspot 
.com/. Information about the conference also is listed 
on the IU SAA Student Chapter Web site at http://www 
.indiana.edu/~saarchiv/gradconference2011.html. 
Trolling for News
The IU conference article was submitted by Amy Jankowski, 
president of IU’s SAA student chapter, while the article on 
the Archives Month blog was submitted by Danielle Taylor. 
Thanks to both of them, and of course, Lisa Schell, for 
contributing to this column. If you have any news about your 
student chapter, your archival program, or you’d like to write 
about a cool internship or class project, please contact me at 
kevlinhl@yahoo.com.
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